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Adm. Jorge Arancibia Reyes, commander in chief of the Chilean Navy, resigned unexpectedly June
13, five months before his term would have expired. The controversy surrounding the resignation's
political roots renewed calls for changes to the Constitution.
Arancibia was the first military chief to acknowledge that the military had committed human rights
violations during the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). He was also instrumental in
creating the Mesa de Dialogo, which brought together military leaders and human rights lawyers for
the first time since the 1973 coup that toppled the government of former President Salvador Allende
(1970-1973). The meetings led to information that determined the fate of more than 200 people who
were disappeared during the dictatorship (see NotiSur, 2000-06-30, 20001-01-12).

Resignation tied to Senate race
The first announcements regarding Arancibia's resignation gave no reason for the admiral's
decision but said it would become effective July 6. However, Radio Cooperativa reported that the
admiral planned to run for the Senate for the rightist Union Democrata Independiente (UDI) in
legislative elections in December. That was confirmed by Deputy Gonzalo Ibanez, a UDI candidate
for senator in Valparaiso, who said UDI president Deputy Pablo Longueira had asked him the week
before to step aside to allow Arancibia to run.
The report that the resignation was politically motivated set off a political storm. President Ricardo
Lagos called Arancibia to his office the following day. When the admiral reportedly balked at
leaving his post immediately, the president reminded him he could face constitutional charges in
the Chamber of Deputies, which apparently convinced him. After the meeting, the president's office
issued a terse announcement that Arancibia's resignation would be effective immediately. Lagos
named Vice Adm.
Miguel Angel Vergara Villalobos to replace Arancibia. While laws left over from the Pinochet era
prevent the president from firing military commanders, the president has the authority to designate
the chiefs of the military branches from among the top five officials in each branch, determined by
seniority. Observers said Lagos' prompt and forceful handling of the incident reinforced the nation's
constitutional order and delivered a blow to the political right-wing.

Lawmakers threaten legal action
Leaders of the governing Concertacion por la Democracia coalition and the opposition Partido
Comunista de Chile (PCCh) accused the admiral of political deliberations, or advisement, which
the Constitution expressly bans for members of the armed forces. They also said Longueira
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committed the crime of sedition by making political contacts with the head of a branch of the
military. Longueira's invitation to Arancibia was seen as an attempt to reinforce the UDI's political
position for the December elections and a move to ensure UDI dominance over the Renovacion
Nacional (RN) in the right's Alianza por Chile coalition.
UDI Deputy Julio Dittborn denied that meetings with Arancibia had taken place "behind the
country's back," and he said that the admiral's resignation only indicated his desire to continue
participating in public life "from Congress." Defense Minister Mario Fernandez called the situation
"very serious" and "delicate," and he condemned the alleged actions of Longueira, though he
avoided accusations of sedition.
Deputy Isabel Allende, vice president of the Partido Socialista (PS), said it was still possible that
lawmakers will charge Arancibia with violating the Constitution. RN president Sebastian Pinera
said this was a step in the wrong direction, both for the military and for the country's efforts "to reestablish a healthy coexistence between the civilian and military worlds."
On June 15, administration spokesperson Claudio Huepe called the situation "a detour" in Chile's
democracy and said the UDI should formally explain whether it had offered the admiral a candidacy
and under what circumstances.
On June 20, the lower house of Congress voted to set up a committee to investigate the meetings
between the UDI and Arancibia and whether the Constitution was violated. The RN voted in
favor of the committee. Episode could promote constitutional changes The episode has boosted
administration efforts to complete Chile's democratic transition and ensure that the armed forces
are subordinate to civilian authority.
Interior Minister Jose Miguel Insulza said the crisis demonstrated the need for legal reforms to end
the president's inability to remove armed forces commanders from their posts. The administration
is meeting with party leaders about those changes. To be approved, the coalition would need some
backing from within the right-wing opposition, particularly the RN, which is now more likely.
On June 19, Insulza presented a proposed constitutional amendment to the Senate constitution
committee to change Article 54 so that high-ranking officers in the armed forces and Carabineros
police as well as Defense Ministry officials would have to resign two years before running for
national office. A similar measure introduced by the Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC) would
require resignation one year before running for office. A broader bill to change the Constitution has
been in Congress since July 2000 and its passage is one of the major goals of President Lagos.
The Concertacion coalition and the opposition agree on many proposed changes including
eliminating designated and lifetime senate seats, modifying the makeup of the Tribunal
Constitucional, and changing certain duties of the lower house. However, disagreement on other
points, especially regarding the armed forces, has kept the bill from passage. The problem issues
include changes to the electoral system and to the functions of the Consejo de Seguridad Nacional
(CSN).
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